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and-white of etchings. He prized also English wood-engravers of the sixty-
seventies, Boyd Houghton for one. 'Charles Keene*, he said to Behrend,
*is a great man, a genius. Look at the light and colour in his landscapes,
a field of turnips, for instance/
He was no snob in his judgments. In Thomas Couture, whose more
ambitious work has cast a chill on his reputation, Steer admired a notable
painter, more particularly impressed by his portrait, Une Patricienne, in the
Scottish National Gallery.
Among older English contemporaries out of fashion he had a respect for
J. W. North; among the Scottish of his generation for Roche, Peploe and
McTaggart, thinking the smaller pictures of the last the better. He was
asked, Gray tells, whether he agreed with a newspaper statement that
Sickert was England's greatest artist. He replied:
'Greatest artist* is a formula people rattle off without thinking. It may be true one
day and not another. Somebody said that Tintoretto was beyond criticism and beyond
praise, and that, I think, is a very just estimate.
A rare instance of a critical note after visiting an exhibition relates to the
group of paintings acquired by Holmes at the Degas Sale in Paris.
Amiens was under fire at the crucial moment of the German advance
when he brought them away rolled up in his hand-baggage:
8.12.1918
I went yesterday to see the recent acquisitions at the N.G. but it was crowded and
did norsee them welL I was disappointed in one of the Manets, his wife nursing a cat,
which looked to me like a picture he began and not caring about never went on with
it. The other for some reason I missed. I liked the look of a full-length portrait by
Delacroix, and there is an Ingres portrait of a man highly wrought but not intensely
interesting, to me, at any rate.
Measured in his praise of others, he was more than modest about him-
self. I heard him, when one shaky draughtsman had been severe about
another, mutter: *I know that I can't draw, and that's a comfort.* He
knew at least how infinite the degrees, but perhaps did not realise how
much drawing is a faculty that goes and comes, with use and disuse and
occupation with linear or other aspects. Wethered recounts that:
Looking at a collection of drawings by Muirhead Bone Steer observed, *I couldn't
draw like that.* I replied, *If you could you couldn't paint as you do.* He didn't agree
to that. Also he once said *I can't draw features. I should like to be able to draw like
Orpcn.*
At times he did apply himsdf to precise line. Behraxi writes:
At Greenhithe during a heat wave of brassy sunlight, cloudless skies and no effect,
we sat in the shade on the river bank. He spent three successive mornings tfacrc, with